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PreliminaryReportof the2017%19 Harvard Square Conservation District Study Committee

Summary

The Cambridge Historical Commission voted in March 2017 to initiate a study of the Harvard

Square Conservation District in response to concerns about the goals, jurisdiction, and administra-

tion of the district. During an extended series of hearings orqisofit 5 Kennedy Street (the Ab-

bot Building) and 13 Brattle Street (&Pizza) many citizens expressed dissatisfaction with the scope

of the Districtds jurisdiction, the goals and
plication by the @mmission), andtated a desirfor identification of prominent or significant

buildings in the district and stricter regulation of alterations to them.

The City Manager appointed théarvard Square Conservation District Study Committee in August
2017 The committeenet monthly, with some interruptions, fra@ctober through June 2018 and

from SeptembeR018 throughluly 2019 Attendeeswho included many interested parties and
members of the publidiscussed the events that led to the establishméne @fistrict in 2000 and

thed i s t aperation® and effectivenesepresentatives of the Community Development Depart-
ment described zoning and sign regulations. Focusing dfinbéReport of the Cambridge Histor-

ical Commission Regarding the Propod¢arvard Square Conservation Distrithe committee
helddetailed discussions about theals, secondary goals, and guidelinethefDistrict; the appli-

cation of those goals and guidelines to matters of demolition, new construction, and alterations. The
evolving character of theubdistricts wasalso discussedRarticipantgliscussed the relationship of
conservation district regulations with the provisions of the zoning aodeyenerally endorsed the
provisions of a petition filed with the City Clerk @rctober 3, 20180 amend Section 20.50 Har-

vard Square Overlay District and Harvard Square Historical Overlay Digtinetlly, on November

20, 2019, the appointed members of the Study Committee voted unanimously to approve this pre-
liminary report andransmit it to the Planning board and the Historical Commission for review.

The StudyfCommi tt eeds recommendations focus on refin
districtand matters of jurisdictiohe reporconcludes with a proposed amendmertheOrder
establishinghe Conservation District that contains revised goals, guidelines, and standards for re-

view (AppendixB, p.73. The extended discussion in the report is also meant to supplement the
2000Final Reportas guidance for thidistoricd Commission irits administration of the District.

The 20182019 Committee also repeats the recommendation of the 2000 Committee that the Har-

vard Square Conservation District Goals and Guidelines be incorporated into the Harvard Square
Overlay District.

This Preliminary Report of the 201¥9 Harvard Square Conservation District Study Committee
will be transmitted to the Cambridge Historical Commission for discussion at a public hearing
which is anticipated to be held on December 5, 2@18ccepted by the Commissiarinal Report
will be forwardedo the City Councilvith a recommendation for adoption of the amended Order
establishing the district.
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l. Establishment and Operations of the Harvard Square Conservation DistricRAB®5

On December 18, 2000, the Cambridge City Council adopted an Order establishing the Harvard
Square Conservation Distriby a unanimous-9 vote(see Appendix AQriginal Order Establish-
ing the Harvard Square Conservation Dis}rict

The Harvard Square Conservation Distdenhtains approximately 195 buildings in an dreanded

by Massachusetts Avenue and. Mtiburn, Elid, Bennett, Story, and Church streets. Witthie

districtthe Cambridge HistoricaCommission has binding review over demolition, new construc-

tion, and publicly visible exterior alterations to existing buildings, and can, in appropriate cases, im-
pose dimasional and setback requirements in addition to those required by zoning. In making its
decisions the Commission follows guidelines intended to preserve historic resources while encour-
aging the social, economic, and architectural diversity that charastdnie Square.

1. Establishment of the District

The initial impetus for the Conservation District was a JuR; 3895 City Council directive that

the Commi ssion "submit a planéfor a Harvard Sqg
protect all remaining historical buildings in Harvard Square." This Order was adopted during the
controversy over the proposegtievelopment of the Read Block and the displacement of its retail

and commercial tenants, including The Tasty, a popular lunch counter with a wide following. This

was only the most recemstanceof the gradual demolition of woellame commercial buildigs in
theSquareend t he perceived erosion of t helhesRgadar e ds
Block/Tasty debate was a turning point in thegming discussion about the Squdtdeightened

awareness of the fragility of h e  aldeebaldirgys and sharpengaliblic discussion about the

meaning and limitations of historic preservation.
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The Read Block, 1380392Massachusetts Avenue, in 1968 astrestored CHC stf'fgh‘(rr)to‘élr%s and 2015

A study committee appointed by the City Maer first considered the area for designation as an
historic district under Cipter40C of the General Law$heHistorical Commission's October 1999
recommendation that the City Council establish a Harvard Square Historic District under M.G.L.
Ch. 40C ad adoptrelated amendments to the Zoning Code expired at the end of the Council term.

In June 2000 the City Council passed a new Order asking the City Mdoddeect the Historical

Commi ssion € to prepare an alternative version
ordinance using the neighborhood conservation district model." The same members were reap-
pointed as a new study committee in SeptembB80.2rheydetermined that the neighborhood



conservation district establishadder Ch. 2.78 of the City Codeuld be as effective in accom-

plishing historic preservation goals ashastoric district and could be more flexible and efficient
than an histod district in a variety of respects, including the ability to delegate certain approvals to

the staff!
On October 72000the Harvard Square Neighborhood Conservation District Study Committee rec-

ommended the establishment of a conservation district @ide?.78, Article 11l of the City Code.

The committee also recommended amending several exastliiances(a) the zoning ordinance,

to maintain the existing density allowed in the Harvard Square Overlay District; (b) Ch. 2.78, Arti-
cle 111, to clarify its appeal provisions and to extend the time within which action must be taken;
and (c) the Historical Commission ordinance (Ch. 2.78, Article I), to provide for a Harvard Square
representative on the Commission. The District was established on Decen2@d@8nd the
amendments to the Zoning Code went into effect soon therekfe€ity Council took no action

on the proposed amendments to Ch. 2.78.
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2. Operations
Among the provisions of the Order was a requirement thatligterical Commissiomold a public

hearing and submit a repaat the City Councibn the effectiveness of the first five years of the
District, with a recommendation as to whether the Order establishing the District should continue in

1 Under Ch. 2.78.180, the initiation of the designation study ts€ommission interim jurisdictioover the pro-

posed districtvhile it formulated a recommendatitmthe City Council.



effect, continue in effect with amendments, or be repealed. The reason for including this require-
ment h the Order was to ensure that the District continued to meet the objectives setFarth in
Reportand to provide an opportunity for amendments to be introduced afteisthiet had been in
effect for a reasonable peridthe City Council received éhFiveYear Report in December 2005

and placed it on file.

The FiveYear Report considedthe operations of the DistribetweerDecember 18, 2000 and
October 31, 2009During this periodhe Commission received 362 applications for Certificates of
Appropriateness, Hardship or Nexpplicability for properties within the Conservation District

1 277 ({7%)were issued a Certificate of Nonapplicability by the staff because the alteration
proposedvereexempt from Commission review. These included interi@raitons, ordi-
nary maintenance and repair, alterations not visible from a public way, and storefront and
sign alterations that met the District design guidelines.

1 85 (23%) applicationswvere heard byhe Historical Commissigrwhich issued Certificates
of Appropriateness in 68 cases. Thagplicantgeceived Certificates of Hardship, two re-
ceived temporary certificates, and applicants withdiew prior toa determinationThree
applications were denied a Certificate of Appropriateness on thethaisie proposed al-
teration, demolition, or new construction was incongruous with the architecture of the build-
ing or incongruous with the characteristics and goals for the Harvard Square subdistrict in
which it was locatedThree cases could not be tradk

During subsequent years the proportion of applications requiring a public hearing increased to
about 40%BY the end ofOctober 2017the Historical Commissiorhadprocessed 138 applica-
tions forall types of work requiring a building pernmit the Havard Square Conservation District
Of these 844 applications for interior work, projects not visible from a public watglecomgear
were reviewed by staff. The remainif@5 applications for substantive publicly visible war&re
reviewed by the Comission during public hearings

3. Exercise of Jurisdiction

Applicationsrequiring a public hearing befotlee Historical Commissiogenerallyfall into the fol-
lowing categoriessigns and alterations; demolition and new constructiod;additionsA brief
reviewof cases from each of the design review categories follows.

A. Signs Storefrontsand Alterations

whh

Most sign applications conform to the Zoning
Code andareapproved by the staff with a Cer-
tificate of NonapplicabilityThe Commission
has approvedeverahon-conforming signs that
were considered apppriate for their locations
and supportive of the commercial vitality of the
Square. For exampléhe Commissiomasap-
proved a steaming bagel on J.F. Kennedy Strq
retro neon signs at 15 Brattle Street and 52 :
Church Street, and internally illuminatedpr  Beat Brasserie,

jecting signs at 1:21 Dunster Street and severil5 Brattle Street;

other locationsSigns inside buildings but visi- Case 3404, 2015

ble from the street are not considered subject

: > ||dlliﬂ5fﬂﬁllﬂ '

Steaming Bagel 12 JK Street
Case 966, 1999




which is |imited to fAext er i oThises ancalreadf eagoingi r a |
concern that could be addressed by amendments to the zoning code.

Applications to alter storefronts can be approved by staff if the original storefront surround is re-
tained or restoredexamples of storefront alterations that regdino public hearing before the
Commission include the restoration of the brownstoneegiadil§ 20, and 22.F. Kennedy Street
and the restoration of tleiginal storefront at 1270 Massachusetts Averitel8 JFK Street ae-

tailer initially wanted to install a new storefront, but when Commission staff explained that restora-
tion of the original brownstone arch hidden underneath layers'odé@iury materials could pro-
ceed immediately under staff review the retailer agte@udoceed on that basifwo additional

arches (out of four in the same building) were subsequently restored by a differentSaniently,

at 1270 Massachusetts Averprejecting window bays installed in the 1970s, prior to the designa-
tion of the Digrict, were removed in favor eéstoration of the original plate glass windows and
masonry jambs without further review.

Read Building, 188 JFK Street before and after arch restoration; Cases 1599 (20(3@3391(2015) CHC photos.

Initially, there was some concern that design review of - o4
terations would stifle creativity and leadrtmnotonous, ; Jé
restoratioronly desigis. Several examples demonstratej

that there is still plenty of creativedught being focused §
on commercial design in Harvard Squétrefrontren- g

concrete corner of the building to make a new entranct
for the restaurant from the street and to make the spad
more invitingto the pedestrian. The Black Ink storefron| *
at 5 Brattle Street was a significant departure from thag=
the previougenant buivasapprovedwith staffreview.

Theintensely controversial storefront alterations for
&pizza at 13 Brattle Street irR017 were approved by : .
staff becauséheypreserved the original structure of theBlack Ink storefront, 5 Brattle St Case 123¢
building; signage conformed to zoning, and colors are 2002

empt from review
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The district Order calls out four historically significant storefronts that cannot be alteredtvaithou
public hearingOnly oneof the four has been altered since the District was established. The se-
verely deteriorated wooden storefront at 40 Bow Street was restored under a Certificate of Appro-
priateness issued in 2012.

The 1956 aluminum facade of the Bank of America

(formerly Harvard Trust Company) at 140814 Mas-

sachusetts Avenue was restored in 2002. Though the

aluminum screen covered a feisting Georgian Re-

vival facade hat comprised about 25% of the street

frontage, the staff considered it to beachitecturally

significant feature and encouraged the bank to retain it.

The aluminum grid of louvers and windows were re-

stored and a modern storefront glazing system was in-

stalled on the first floor without full Commission re-  Harvard Trust Co. facade4081414 Massa-
view. chusetts Ave. Photo ca. 1958.

After public hearingshe Commission granted Certificates of Appropriatenes$feetprojects
thatinvolved complete restoration of significant buildingiee Hycinthe Purcell tenement4Q
Bow Streef(1889) a fourstorywood frame buildingwas restored in 2012016. Waverly Hall

| L ] )y 1y g

PreITénement, 40 Bow Strean d the Conductor &8s B u,afterdastaration

(1902), a sixstory former private dormitory at 115 Mt. Auburn Street that proved to be in much

worse condition than originally known, was meticulously restored during the same. Jdveo
Conductordés Building at 112 Mt. Auburn (1912)
pened as a restaurant in 2017.

B. Demolition and New Construction

The burst of development that preceded the establishment of the district soon woanditthow

only a fewmoreprojectsthatinvolved demolition and new constructidgignificant development

activity did not resume until 2016, when the new owners of the Abbot Building, the former Corco-
rands Department Store, atdredelofiiatsiet t 1 e Street



